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We are never as steeped in history as when we pretend not to be, but if we stop
pretending we may gain in understanding what we lose in false innocence.
Naiveté is often an excuse for those who exercise power. For those upon whom
that power is exercised, naiveté is always a mistake…The ultimate mark of power
may be its invisibility, the ultimate challenge, the exposition of its roots.
Michel-Rolph Trouillot; Silencing the Past: Power and the
Production of History, 1995
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Introduction

The first building visible to visitors approaching the site of the former McCormick Plantation, a
few minutes’ drive from Interstate 81 South in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley, is a structure that
once served as slave quarters.
This small brick building, tucked behind the looming McCormick mansion, housed –
imprisoned – some of the 19 or more African Americans who were enslaved by the McCormick
family throughout the 19th century. Some of the people enslaved at this work camp include
Charles and Eunice Anderson and their son, Jo Anderson; Emily Harris; Hannah; and Anthony –
among many others.
But at the present-day site of this former work camp, it is not their stories that are
centered or even retold. Instead, the plantation memorializes the White residents of “Walnut
Grove,” the McCormick family. In particular, the present-day site of the plantation celebrates the
memory of Cyrus Hall McCormick, a man credited with inventing the grain harvester known as
the McCormick Reaper in 1831. In this way, the site’s version of history is representative of
many of the loudest narratives surrounding the reaper. Most dominant narratives of the reaper
history praise McCormick as the genius, sole inventor of this “revolutionary” grain harvester,
while the histories of the people his family enslaved – and their role in the reaper invention – are
pushed to the side, concealed, or erased.
My own history is wrapped up in the history of this work camp, which straddles the
border of Rockbridge and Augusta Counties. The daughter of two California transplants, I grew
up hearing from my parents that my ancestor, Cyrus McCormick, invented the reaper, which
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they described as an important piece of farming equipment. For twenty years, this was more or
less the only story I knew about McCormick or the reaper. I did not hear about his family’s
participation in the enslavement of African Americans on their plantation; neither did I hear that
Jo Anderson, enslaved by the McCormicks, was responsible for much of the “invention” of the
reaper, but received neither credit nor compensation – nor freedom – when my ancestor went on
to mass produce the reaper and make millions from its sale. These narratives were absent from
the stories told among my family members. It wasn’t until I began researching my family history
in the fall of 2015 that I began to question the version of history I had been told.
I am not directly related to Cyrus McCormick. My great-grandmother, Eleanor Gooding,
married his grandson Emmons Blaine, and they had a daughter, Nancy; but when Emmons died
young, Eleanor went on to marry my great-grandfather, Clark Lawrence, and give birth to my
maternal grandmother Audrey. But the strength of family history-telling – at least, of certain
histories – has kept me connected to the memory of the McCormick family. More than that, the
McCormick wealth remains in my family today. When I asked my mother how our connection to
the McCormicks has impacted our family, she responded: “Well, it’s made our family wealthy.”1
In interviewing my father for this project, he commented on a certain irony: “The McCormick
money paid for you to go to Tufts and do this research.”2 That “McCormick money” – money
now in my parents’ hands and someday in mine, which has shaped their lives and mine in
innumerable ways – can be traced directly to the exploitation of the African American people
that my ancestors enslaved. I am deeply connected to these histories of enslavement and
exploitation. Yet for most of my life, silences have concealed my family’s connection to this
violent legacy.
1
2

Meri-Beth Bird, telephone interview by author, April 6, 2017.
Mark Dzwonczyk, telephone interview by author, April 9, 2017.
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Given these silences, I took on this project with two goals. First, I wanted to learn about
the history of enslavement and exploitation that my family has ignored – and profited from – for
so long. Thus, my first chapter is a partial history of the McCormick work camp, the lives of
enslavers and enslaved there, and the much-celebrated invention of the reaper. This chapter
would benefit from an analysis of the many McCormick documents archived in the McCormickInternational Harvester Collection at the Wisconsin Historical society, which I was unfortunately
unable to visit during my research this year. Partially for this reason, I do not intend for this
chapter to serve as a complete history of that land, a full picture of what life may have been like
for anyone who lived there, a thorough account of the violence of enslavement, a comprehensive
discussion of slavery in the Shenandoah Valley, or a technical history of the reaper machine
itself. Instead, I hope this chapter will serve as a starting point for my own and others’ learning,
and provide necessary context for subsequent chapters.
My second goal in embarking on this project has been to consider the various narratives
constructed around the history of the reaper invention, partially in an effort to understand how
and why I ended up with such a narrow and misrepresentative version of this history. Thus, I
have researched the themes, structures, and implications of four major categories of narratives
regarding the history of the reaper.
First, in Chapter 2, I examine counter-narratives to the dominant reaper history, all of
them written by a number of Black authors, journalists, and historians. Since the 1930s and likely
earlier, Black writers have challenged dominant narratives of the reaper invention by
acknowledging Jo Anderson’s role in this history. These counter-narratives have appeared in
African American newspapers, Ebony magazine, books and encyclopedias celebrating Black
history, and, more recently, the mainstream press. The narratives referenced in this chapter
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represent powerful resistance to the sometimes overwhelming story that many powerful actors –
and most US history textbooks – have worked to present: that Cyrus McCormick is primarily or
entirely responsible for the invention of the reaper.
One of these powerful actors is the International Harvester company. IH, an agricultural
manufacturing giant of the 20th century, was the result of a 1902 merger between a number of
agricultural equipment manufacturers and the McCormick Harvesting Machine Company, which
Cyrus and brother Leander McCormick founded in Chicago in 1847 to mass produce and sell the
reaper. IH remained McCormick-led well into the 1900s. As a corporation, IH was invested in
profiting off the authenticity of the “McCormick Reaper,” a narrative threatened by many patent
disputes from other White inventors of similar harvesting machines. Thus, as I discuss in Chapter
3, IH frequently published advertisements and promotional material celebrating Cyrus
McCormick as the sole inventor of the reaper. These narratives sometimes included Jo Anderson;
but rather than fully honoring his contribution or compensating his descendants, IH narratives
throughout the 20th century typically exploited Anderson’s memory, erased the violence of
chattel slavery, and romanticized the relationship between McCormick and Anderson – all to sell
McCormick Reapers and, in some cases, to exploit the Black workforce of Depression-era
Illinois.
While International Harvester narratives have exploited the memory of Jo Anderson in
order to increase their profits, my family has completely purged Jo Anderson – along everyone
else enslaved by the McCormicks, and even the McCormick plantation itself – from our
collective memory. In Chapter 4, I analyze interviews I conducted with my mother and father
regarding their experiences of learning and passing on McCormick family histories; I also
consider my own experiences and the stories I grew up hearing. When it comes to histories of the
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reaper invention in my spoken family history, both the stories passed on and the deep silences
maintained have worked to distance our family from the legacy of slavery. It is my hope that this
project might be a step towards changing that.
Finally, as part of my research, I visited the site of the former McCormick work camp,
which is now owned by Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University. While the site today
primarily serves as an agricultural research facility – the Virginia Tech Shenandoah Valley
Agricultural Research and Extension Center – it also “pays tribute to Cyrus and the McCormick
family”3 through the maintenance of a small museum and (some of) the McCormick plantation’s
original buildings. Chapter 5 discusses the narratives presented to visitors at the site of the
McCormick plantation today; such narratives celebrate McCormick as the sole inventor of the
reaper, and the central figure of the plantation’s history, while downplaying histories of enslaved
people and enslavement at the former work camp. Furthermore, the research site today frames
itself as “carrying on the legacy” of the McCormicks, who are portrayed as innovative
agricultural entrepreneurs; their legacy as enslavers, on the other hand, is minimized.
Even in a project that is ideally about challenging silences, I regrettably reinforce at least
one major silence in these chapters. Missing from my project are the crucial narratives of people
descended from African Americans enslaved at the McCormick plantation. I chose not to attempt
to find or reach out to any of these descendants as part of this project this year, primarily because
I don’t want to rush such a sensitive process. If and when I do seek out descendants of Jo
Anderson, Emily Harris, and others enslaved by my ancestors, I want to be seriously thoughtful
about how and why I reach out. That said, because of these choices, my project does not consider
what stories might be told in family histories of these many descendants; I don’t know what

3

Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, AREC: Shenandoah Valley Agricultural Research and
Extension Center (Blacksburg, Virginia: Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University).
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narratives might be emphasized or downplayed in the stories any of them might tell – or not tell
– about their ancestors, about the McCormick work camp, or about the invention of the reaper.
The absence of these voices means that this project comes nowhere close to a full survey of the
many narratives of the reaper invention.
Finally, as I discuss in my conclusion, I see this project as the very beginning of an
attempt to take some responsibility for my family’s participation in legacies of enslavement and
exploitation. This is not about redemption or atonement; there is no way to make up for the harm
done by my ancestors. But as Edward Ball wrote in tracing his own family’s history as enslavers,
“The descendants of slave-holders are accountable for exploitative acts done in our name, for the
reason that we have inherited advantages from them. We can acknowledge and speak about the
difficult acts in which our families took part, rather than hide or distort them.”4 This project is
the beginning of a lifelong commitment to accountability, to acknowledging and speaking about
the past in ways my family has not before, to no longer hiding and distorting the harm for which
we are responsible.

*

*

*

A note on language. International Harvester and Virginia Tech generally refer to the site
of the McCormick plantation as a “farm.” While the site’s smaller scale and crops of grain rather
than tobacco or cotton might make the word “farm” appropriate, I have chosen to use the term
“plantation” because it more clearly connotes a history of enslavement, while the word “farm”
may serve to distance the site from such connotations. I also occasionally use the term “work
camp.” This term has traditionally been associated with detention sites instituted by totalitarian
4

Edward Ball, Slaves in the Family (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1998), xii.
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regimes to punish, incarcerate, exploit, and kill those criminalized by the state for their political,
gender, sexual, religious, or racial identity, as well as physical and mental ability or health. A
major example includes work camps established by the Nazi regime during the Holocaust. But
US historians are beginning to also use “work camp” to refer to sites of US chattel slavery, in
order to acknowledge this institution as a system of incarceration and forced labor of African and
African American people.5 Thus, while “work camp” has historically been used to refer to
systems of violence different in nature from US chattel slavery, its use is appropriate in referring
to former plantations. In the following pages, I use “work camp” to emphasize the McCormick
plantation as a site of exploited labor, incarceration, and severe punishment of the African
American people enslaved there.

5

A framework that utilizes the term “work camp” can also help explain the systemic criminalization of African
American people over time; if work is supposed to serve as a form of punishment, African Americans have been
constructed over time as criminal in order to justify their punishment through forced labor.
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Chapter 1: Brief History of the McCormick Plantation

As early as the 1790s, slavery was a reality at the 450 acre site of the McCormick plantation in
the Shenandoah Valley. Rockbridge County records indicate that Robert McCormick enslaved
one person in 1792. By 1800, three people were enslaved by McCormick, likely including
Charles and Eunice Anderson.6 According to census records, by 1810, the McCormicks enslaved
eight people; one of these people was infant Jo Anderson.7 At that point, the White McCormick
family included Robert McCormick, his son Robert Hall McCormick and daughter-in-law Mary
Ann Hall, and their two children: Cyrus Hall McCormick and Robert Hall McCormick Jr. When
Robert Hall McCormick died in 1846, the McCormicks enslaved 17 African Americans,8 and
slavery continued at the McCormick work camp until the Civil War.9
Outside of the Andersons, I know few names of the many African American people
enslaved at the McCormick work camp. William T. Hutchinson’s 1930 biography of McCormick
mentions enslaved people whose names were Emily Harris, Anthony, and Hannah;10 an audio
tour at the current site of the McCormick plantation lists the names Preston, Erasmus, Sam, Dick,
Rufus, Amos, Sally, Mary, Fanny, and, again, Hannah, as people enslaved by the McCormicks,

6

William T. Hutchinson, Cyrus Hall McCormick: Seedtime, 1809-1856 (New York: The Century Co, 1930), 8.
United States Census Bureau, 1810 United States Federal Census, Rockbridge County, Virginia (Provo, UT:
Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010).
8
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, McCormick Museum Audio Tour (Blacksburg, Virginia:
Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University).
9
Albert G. Barnett, "Unsung Heroes of America" (Abbott's Weekly and Illustrated News [Chicago] 24 Feb. 1934), 5.
10
Hutchinson, 273.
7
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but gives no further information about any of them, and references no source for this
information.11
People enslaved at the McCormick plantation were primarily forced to work the
plantation’s grain fields to make a profit for the McCormick family. In 1820, eight of the eleven
people enslaved by the McCormicks were listed as “engaged in agriculture” in census records.
At this time, 4 of the people enslaved were “men,” although one of these must have been 10year-old Jo Anderson; two were women over age 17, including Jo’s mother Eunice; and five
were girls under the age of 14.12 In 1830, just before the alleged completion of the reaper
invention, the McCormicks enslaved even more people. Four adult men and three adult women
were enslaved at this point; Jo Anderson and his parents would have been recorded under this
category. Enslaved children included four girls between ages 10 and 23, one girl under the age of
10, and two boys under the age of 10.13
Aside from working the grain fields, people enslaved at the McCormick plantation were
forced to labor in innumerable ways to benefit the McCormicks. Hannah specifically was
enslaved as a cook, and Anthony as a carriage driver.14 In 1822, enslaved people built the eightroom, two-story brick mansion that housed the McCormicks and still stands today; it is likely
that they were also forced to build the attached smokehouse, school room, and slave quarters.
Other forced labor included managing the plantation’s cattle, hogs, sheep, and horses; working in
the blacksmith shop, grist mill, distillery, and sawmill; cooking and cleaning in the McCormicks’
house; caring for the McCormick children as well as their own children; making candles and

11

Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, McCormick Museum Audio Tour.
United States Census Bureau, 1820 United States Federal Census, Lexington, Rockbridge County,
Virginia (Provo, UT: Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010).
13
United States Census Bureau, 1830 United States Federal Census, Rockbridge County, Virginia (Provo, UT:
Ancestry.com Operations, Inc., 2010).
14
Hutchinson, 273.
12
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soap and preserving foodstuffs; weaving and making clothing; and much more. Every day, an
enslaved person was charged with the task of bringing Robert McCormick “his noon lunch and a
spare horse for the uphill trip to Walnut Grove,” the pastoral nickname of the McCormick work
camp.15 The McCormicks also required labor off the plantation; in the 1840s, Jo Anderson
transported iron in a horse-drawn wagon on weeklong trips for a McCormick business venture.16
And after 1831, people enslaved at the McCormick plantation were also assigned the extra labor
of manufacturing reapers for the McCormicks to sell.17
Along with relentless and uncompensated forced labor, the institution of slavery meant
that physical and psychological abuse was a constant threat and reality for people enslaved by
the McCormicks.18 This included near-constant surveillance and constraint, physical and verbal
punishment, and more; the denial of freedom is itself abuse. The deprivation of healthcare was
another trauma suffered by the people enslaved at the McCormick plantation; when yellow fever
broke out in the Shenandoah Valley in 1812, two people enslaved at the McCormick plantation
died from the disease, while young Cyrus was saved by his parents’ careful remedies.19 The
rupture of kinship ties was another injustice of enslavement; some time before 1846, Robert
McCormick sold Jo’s father Charles Anderson to a man named Adam McChesney for $700,
breaking up the family. Threats to kinship ties likely impacted many others enslaved by the
McCormicks.20
Such abuse also included sexual violence. It is possible that the births of many of the
young children born into bondage at the McCormick plantation throughout the early 1800s were
15

Hutchinson, 16.
Hutchinson, 134.
17
Hutchinson, 230.
18
Brenda E. Stevenson, Life in Black and White: Family and Community in the Slave South (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1996).
19
Hutchinson, 10.
20
Hutchinson, 19.
16
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the results of rape of enslaved Black women by McCormick enslavers. Such violence meant
even more labor for the McCormicks to exploit, and it contributed to the ongoing terror of chattel
slavery. It also meant that many of the White McCormicks likely shared genetic ties with the
people they enslaved, and brings up important questions about who the real “heirs” of the
McCormicks – and the McCormick fortune – are.
That McCormick fortune was made off of the famous “McCormick Reaper,” allegedly
“invented” by Cyrus McCormick at the McCormick plantation in 1831. What really happened is
much more complicated. It seems that in actuality, Cyrus’s father Robert had been working on a
grain harvester for much of his life, likely forcing people he enslaved to also contribute. As
young men, Jo Anderson and Cyrus McCormick continued the work begun in the blacksmith
shop. There was apparently a demonstration of the working reaper prototype in 1831 at nearby
Steele’s Tavern, and accounts differ regarding whether it was McCormick or Anderson raking
the grain from the reaper’s platform.21 By 1837, McCormick had patented the invention; ten
years later, he moved the manufacture of the reaper to Chicago, on the brink of becoming a
manufacturing tycoon at the head of the International Harvester Company. Anderson was left
behind, excluded from the fruits of his labor, uncompensated and in bondage.22

*

*

*

Much has been made of the “camaraderie” between Jo Anderson and Cyrus Hall
McCormick. It is true that Anderson and McCormick were peers in age, and maintained
correspondence throughout both of their long lives. Anderson himself has been quoted on his
21

Hutchinson, 83; McCormick, 2.
Gilbert A. Harrison, A Timeless Affair: The Life of Anita McCormick Blaine (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1979).

22
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time spent with Cyrus, including accompanying him on the walk to school: “I used to go to
school with him for company along the road to an old field school where about thirty or more
scholars met;” and they would even “go out of an evening to see our girls.”23 It is also true that in
1870, McCormick sent Anderson $800 to buy property in his old age.24
There is no denying that there was a relationship between Anderson and McCormick. But
to pretend that relationship was one of “camaraderie” is to ignore the intense power dynamics
that were the foundation of their relationship. Imagining “friendship” between enslaver and
enslaved masks the violence of chattel slavery, and even a relationship with occasional pleasant
moments or shared experiences cannot shake the specter of that institution. Furthermore,
McCormick was hardly a “friend” to Anderson – he made millions off of the invention that
Anderson at least contributed to, if not invented himself. And while an $800 “gift” in 1870 might
seem a kind gesture, it is worth remembering that Cyrus’s father sold Jo’s father for slightly less
than that amount; and that by 1870, McCormick was a wealthy manufacturing tycoon with
money to spare, while the man he formerly enslaved was penniless. $800 was a measly sum
compared to the amount McCormick truly “owed” Anderson.
While McCormick apparently considered freeing Anderson’s mother, Eunice, in 1856,
she died in bondage in 1858.25 Likewise, while some narratives claim that McCormick freed
Anderson before the Civil War,26 Anderson remained enslaved. From 1852 to 1855, Anderson
and an enslaved woman, Emily Harris, were “hired out” by the McCormicks to their neighbor
W.T. Rush. For their combined labor, Rush paid McCormick $110 a year – $70 for Jo and $40

23

Hutchinson, 20; 25.
Hutchinson, 282.
25
Hutchinson, 273.
26
Bonnie V. Winston, "Jo Anderson” (Richmond Times-Dispatch, 05 Feb. 2013).
24
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for Emily.27 “Slave hiring” was a relatively common practice in the Shenandoah Valley; as John
J. Zaborney writes, “The slave-hiring system threatened the integrity of rural Virginia slaves’
family and friendship ties, and filled their lives with a tremendous degree of uncertainty.”28 This
was probably true for Anderson and Harris, who had already seen Jo’s father Charles sold away
from the plantation.
By this time, most of the McCormicks had relocated to Chicago to take part in their
family’s manufacturing bonanza. But for the African Americans they enslaved, the exploitation
did not end with the McCormicks’ departure. In some ways, a new phase of exploitation was just
beginning, as historians, International Harvester, and the McCormicks themselves would twist
the history of the plantation at which they were enslaved to glorify McCormick and sell the
reaper. The late 19th and early 20th centuries would bring a series of patent disputes between
Cyrus McCormick and other White inventors – particularly with a man named Obed Hussey, but
also with his own relatives on behalf of his father, Robert.29 These pressures made it all the more
important to McCormick himself and to International Harvester that Cyrus be remembered as the
sole inventor of the reaper. Thus, a flurry of biographies emerged throughout the early 20th
century, almost all of them glorifying McCormick and celebrating him as the one true inventor of
the reaper. Authors of these included William T. Hutchinson, Herbert N. Casson, Reuben Gold
Thwaites, and even Cyrus’s grandson Cyrus McCormick III. Competing narratives advocating
for the claims of Robert McCormick and Obed Hussey to the reaper invention were also

27

Hutchinson, 273.
John J. Zaborney, "Slave Hiring and Slave Family and Friendship Ties in Rural Nineteenth-Century Virginia"
in Afro-Virginian History and Culture, ed. John Saillant (New York and London: Garland Publishing, Inc, 1999),
101.
29
Harrison.
28
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published.30 In none of these accounts was Jo Anderson considered a serious contender for
claims to the reaper. Instead, he is either erased from the history or mentioned as a side-note.
In many ways, the thick tomes published by Hutchinson, Casson, McCormick, and
Thwaites, celebrating McCormick at the expense of all others, and either ignoring or normalizing
his history as an enslaver, became the dominant narrative of the reaper invention – the narrative
widely accepted as truth, the narrative still recorded in US history textbooks, and the narrative
eventually passed down to me. The following chapters consider the ways that four different
categories of storytelling have interacted with, challenged, reinforced, strengthened, criticized, or
mimicked this dominant narrative of the reaper invention.

30

John F. Steward, The Reaper: A History of the Efforts of Those Who Justly May Be Said to Have Made Bread
Cheap (New York: Greenberg, 1931).
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Barnett, Albert G. "Unsung Heroes of America." Abbott's Weekly and Illustrated News [Chicago]
24 Feb. 1934. Print, 5.
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Chapter 2: Counter-narratives by Black Journalists,
Authors, and Historians

On February 5, 2013, the Richmond Times-Dispatch published an article titled “Jo Anderson” as
part of a series celebrating Black History Month. In the article, journalist Bonnie V. Winston
discusses the history of the reaper, “invented in the early 1800s on the McCormick plantation in
Rockbridge County.” Winston notes that while Robert McCormick “has been credited with
involvement in the reaper's creation” and Cyrus McCormick patented and mass-produced the
invention, she writes, “Little has been said about Jo Anderson, a slave on the McCormick family
plantation, whom McCormick descendants and some historians acknowledge as a major
contributor to the design and creation of the reaper.”31
Winston, a Black journalist who now works as the managing editor of the Richmond Free
Press, is part of a long legacy of Black historians, authors, and journalists who have challenged
dominant narratives of the invention of the reaper by acknowledging Jo Anderson as central to
this history. Since the 1930s and likely earlier, many African American writers have worked to
preserve and restore Jo Anderson’s role, both in the story of the reaper and in broader US and
world history. These narratives serve as important resistance to the sometimes overpowering
story that International Harvester, some White McCormick descendants, and many US history
textbooks have worked to present: that Cyrus McCormick is primarily or entirely responsible for
the invention of the reaper.

31

Winston.
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In highlighting Jo Anderson, Winston builds on a tradition of resistance forged by many
Black authors, historians, and journalists. Many of these writers celebrate Anderson in the
context of broader African American accomplishments, and acknowledge the ongoing erasure of
many of these triumphs in the dominant historical record. In 1990, Vivian O. Sammons, the first
African American Science Reference Librarian at the Library of Congress, included Anderson in
her book Blacks in Science and Medicine. Strikingly, Sammons opens her description of
Anderson with the words “Inventor. Slave.” She also acknowledges his participation in the
invention of the reaper.32 Sammons notes that while enslaved Africans have been responsible for
many innovations throughout history, “the white owners often took credit for their slaves’
knowledge,” as Cyrus McCormick took credit for Anderson’s contributions. 33
Similarly, historian, author, and journalist Joel Augustus Rogers recognizes Anderson in
the “Inventors” section of his 1961 book Africa's Gift to America: The Afro-American in the
Making and Saving of the United States. Rogers writes, “In the history of one of the world’s
greatest inventions, a Negro slave must be mentioned also. He was Jo Anderson, who assisted
Cyrus McCormick in the invention of the grain harvester in 1831. For years he worked beside
him, making suggestions.”34 Rogers’ recognition of Anderson is part of the book’s broader
project of challenging dominant, White supremacist narratives of US history; Rogers writes that
historical “Whitewashing” is “precisely the sort of thing that has been done to the popular history
of the white people of the United States to the detriment of the Negro.” Rogers seeks to
document and rectify “striking examples of how the accomplishments of the Negro in America

32

Vivian O. Sammons, Blacks In Science And Medicine (Philadelphia: Hemisphere Publishing, 1990), 12.
Sammons, xi.
34
Joel Augustus Rogers, Africa's Gift to America: The Afro-American in the Making and Saving of the United States
(Helga M. Rogers, 1961), 226.
33
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have been ignored and the credit for them given to the whites” – a fitting framework for
considering Anderson’s role in the development of the reaper.
In the October 1964 issue of Ebony magazine, Anderson was included in a feature titled
“Thinking Men Earn Big: Ideas Often Pay Off for Nation’s Inventors of Useful Devices.”
Regarding the accomplishments of a number of Black American inventors, the article reads,
“The work of Helm, Moore, Samms, Slaughter and hundreds of other Negro inventors around
the country continues a heritage of Negro inventive genius that goes back hundreds of years.”35
Regarding the reaper, the Ebony feature notes: “Joe Anderson, a slave, is believed to have helped
Cyrus McCormick perfect the harvester, though officials of the giant International Harvester Co.,
which McCormick founded, now say Anderson was merely a ‘handyman.’”36 Ebony’s
commentary here could be read as a subtle – but powerful – challenge to IH’s narrative.
Acknowledging the contradictions in narratives around Anderson points to his somewhat ironic
inclusion in this otherwise celebratory article: despite the feature’s hopeful title, Anderson’s
ideas and labor did not “pay off” for this inventor.

*

*

*

All of these pieces engage in a complicated exchange with the dominant narratives they
challenge. On the one hand, each of them relies on accounts by White McCormick descendants
and/or International Harvester materials to preserve and restore the memory of Jo Anderson.
Winston, Sammons, and Rogers each quote or reference the following excerpts from Cyrus
McCormick III’s book The Century of the Reaper, published in 1931:
35

"Thinking Men Earn Big: Ideas often pay off for nation’s inventors of useful devices" (Ebony. Oct. 1964: 73-80),
72.
36
“Thinking Men,” 73.
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“Jo Anderson was there, the Negro slave who, through the crowded hours of the recent
weeks, had helped build the reaper…Jo Anderson walked beside it, rake in hand, to keep
the platform clean of severed grain”(McCormick, 1-2).
“Most of all, the name of his Negro helper, Jo Anderson, deserves honor as the man who
worked beside him in the building of the reaper. Jo Anderson was a slave, a general farm
labor and a friend. Cyrus never spared his own fine physique by day or by night; and the
Negro toiled with him up to the hour of the test and after. It is pleasant to know that in
later times, when old Jo’s productive days were over, Cyrus or his son provided for his
declining years”(McCormick, 11).37
Sammons’ entry regarding Anderson in Blacks in Science and Medicine makes multiple
references to the above excerpt. She describes Anderson as “a slave in the McCormick family
who, according to McCormick’s grandson, Cyrus, deserves honor as working beside McCormick
in the building of the reaper.”38 Both Winston and Rogers directly quote the above excerpts in
the 2013 Richmond Times-Dispatch article and in Africa’s Gift to America, respectively.39
These writers’ use of McCormick III’s testimony is complicated. On the one hand, it
reaffirms Cyrus McCormick’s grandson – and perhaps the McCormicks in general – as the
authority on the matter. None of these articles or books present criticism of McCormick III’s
account, nor of his position as a White McCormick descendant who would have reason to glorify
his grandfather, including when that meant a brief nod to one of the men his family enslaved.
Some writers go so far as to praise the McCormicks for acknowledging Anderson; Sammons
writes, “However, not all early white Americans took credit for their slaves’ accomplishments.
Cyrus McCormick’s grandson reported that he had seen their slave, Jo Anderson, working with
his grandfather and offering suggestions for the reaper.”40 This is a somewhat confusing
narrative. After all, the McCormicks did “take credit for their slaves’ accomplishments” – they
exploited Anderson’s labor and built a manufacturing empire off of his work. A few relatively
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condescending references in a 1930s biography published to honor Cyrus McCormick and his
legacy does not a just retelling make.
On the other hand, it is powerful that each of these writers took an account written by
McCormick’s grandson – a book meant to glorify Cyrus McCormick, establish him as the sole
inventor of the reaper, support International Harvester’s marketing campaigns, and continue the
McCormick legacy of profiting off both slavery and romantic narratives of slavery – and used it
to present a strong counter-narrative celebrating Black genius. Winston, Sammons, and Rogers’s
pieces may rely on the account of a McCormick, but they do so in order to restore Jo Anderson,
not only to the reaper history – “the history of one of the world’s greatest inventions,” as Rogers
puts it41 – but to African American history, US history, and world history. In an historical record
where White men’s accounts are so frequently the only ones recorded, published, archived, or
respected, it is resistance for Sammons, Winston, and Rogers to use an account which recognizes
Anderson in only marginal ways, and make his narrative central to the story of the reaper.
Similarly, these counter-narratives simultaneously rely on and reframe the histories
narrated in International Harvester advertisements and documents. Rogers, for example, cites an
IH advertisement as well as McCormick’s testimony in his acknowledgement of Anderson, and
references IH’s Centenary Gold Medal of the reaper, which “shows Anderson on the reverse
side.”42 While IH has a long history of exploiting Jo Anderson’s image and memory – as
discussed in the next chapter – Rogers flips this exploitation and uses IH’s narrative to affirm
Anderson’s role in this history. Sammons, in Blacks in Science and Medicine, does not quote IH,
but writes that “Because a black man assisted in the invention of the reaper, International
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Harvester has always had a non-discriminatory practice in hiring even in the south.”43 As will
also be discussed shortly, IH’s “nondiscriminatory practice in hiring” had little to do with
Anderson and was in fact grounded in sinister intentions – but Sammons here flips the narrative
in order to honor Anderson’s legacy and impact on future generations of African Americans.
Finally, Ebony’s 1964 article celebrates Anderson while acknowledging that IH officials “now
say Anderson was merely a ‘handyman.’”44 As mentioned above, while this could be read as
uncertainty regarding Anderson’s actual role in the reaper invention, it could also be read as a
subtle challenge to IH, perhaps reprimanding the company’s shift in narrative.

*

*

*

The earliest counter-narrative I have come across, an article written by journalist Albert
G. Barnett in the 1930s, exemplifies these tensions. In 1934, Chicago-based African American
newspaper Abbott's Weekly and Illustrated News published a feature titled “Unsung Heroes of
America: White Historians Fail to Record Part Black Inventors Have Played in Developing
United States: TRAGIC CHAPTERS RECALLED: Banneker, Jo Anderson and Others Were
Contributors to Our Civilization BUT DIED POOR, UNHERALDED.”45 In the lengthy article, Barnett
tells the stories of four accomplished but under-credited and underpaid – sometimes un-credited
and unpaid – Black inventors, all of them men: Benjamin Banneker, John Ernst Matzeliger, E. A.
Robinson, and Jo Anderson.
As Barnett’s title suggests, the article that follows is stirring; he celebrates the great
works of these inventors, “which have revolutionized industry but which remain unrecorded by
43
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white historians, having been erased from the scroll by the blind, unreasoning hand of race
prejudice.” He comments that many “white industrialists” have taken credit for the work of these
four men, and “through wide distribution and mass production, have become multimillionaires.”
Meanwhile, “the real inventor was thereby placed in the paradoxical position of having furnished
the feast for the banquet table, but forced, through circumstances over which he had no control,
to accept a few stray crumbs that fell to the floor.”46 This is an upsettingly apt description of the
relationship between Cyrus McCormick and Jo Anderson; while McCormick made millions off
the “wide distribution and mass production” of the reaper, Anderson, who had “furnished the
feast for the banquet table” for White McCormick descendants for years to come – myself
included – was forced to “accept a few stray crumbs that fell to the floor.” This last image is
especially appropriate when we consider McCormick III’s self-congratulatory testimony
regarding the ironic “generosity” of the McCormick family towards Anderson in his later years:
“It is pleasant to know that in later times, when old Jo’s productive days were over, Cyrus or his
son provided for his declining years.”47 Had Anderson been allowed fair access to the reaper
profits, certainly he would have been able to provide for himself in his “declining years.”
In his 1934 article for Abbott’s, under the heading “TWO NOTED INVENTORS: ONE
WHITE, ONE BLACK,” Barnett writes that the invention of the reaper “was the result of the
inventive genius of Cyrus Hall McCormick, founder of the famed International Harvester
company, and his slave, the brilliant artisan and mechanic, Jo Anderson.” Unlike most narratives
of the reaper trial in 1831, including McCormick III’s, which remember Anderson as raking the
grain from his position beside the reaper, Barnett writes that the reaper “was drawn by a single
horse across a field of grain with McCormick and Anderson directing its operation.” In his
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description of Anderson’s role in the reaper invention, Barnett diverges importantly from almost
all reaper narratives, including the counter-narratives described above. In Barnett’s narrative,
unlike those of International Harvester or of White McCormick descendants, Anderson is not a
“helper,” nor does he “assist” Cyrus McCormick; instead, he is a “brilliant artisan and
mechanic,” fully an inventor in his own right. He is not limited to a supporting role in the reaper
trial, but instead “directs its operation.” As the earliest counter-narrative I have come across, this
article is also one that most strongly challenges dominant narratives of Anderson as
McCormick’s “helper.”48
Barnett also presents one of the strongest criticisms of the injustice of Anderson’s
exclusion not only from the historical record, but from the profits of his labor. Barnett writes:
“The tragedy of color and the fact that he was a chattel prevented Jo Anderson from
keeping in step with Cyrus Hall McCormick, the latter climbing the ladder to success and
untold wealth. Being a slave, all right, title and interest Anderson had in the reaper went
to his master. He was not even freed until the signing of the Emancipation
Proclamation…An obscure grave in Virginia now marks the spot where a black genius
rests. Had God made him white, his name would have been emblazoned to the far corners
of the world; his progeny, if such he had, would today be included in the Who’s Who in
America, and by right of heritage they would have bestowed on them all the honors,
encomiums and social prestige accorded to the nation’s representative citizens.”49
Barnett laments Anderson’s systemic exclusion from the many spoils of the reaper
legacy. It should not be lost on readers that the events Barnett describes – the many rewards
which Anderson and his descendants should have reaped – became the reality for McCormick
and his “progeny.” The sadness and loss embedded in this injustice is ripe in Barnett’s writing.
Anderson’s exclusion is systemic; as Barnett acknowledges, it is because of a system
based on exploiting and excluding Black people, particularly enslaved Black people, that
Anderson is robbed of the opportunities the reaper invention would otherwise have afforded him.
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But certainly McCormick and International Harvester, as the man and the corporation that made
millions off of Anderson’s work, have a role to play in this injustice. Yet this is not exactly the
story that Barnett tells. Like the many Black journalists, authors, and historians discussed in this
chapter, Barnett cites both McCormick III’s The Century of the Reaper and International
Harvester materials in celebrating Anderson. But he also references these acknowledgements in a
relatively forgiving light; he writes, “In justice to the International Harvester company, however,
it must be recorded that in 1931, when the corporation celebrated the 100th anniversary of the
invention of the reaper, Jo Anderson was not forgotten. In fact he was glorified” in his depiction
on the reaper’s Centenary Gold Medal. Barnett’s article includes the heading “HARVESTER
COMPANY’S TRIBUTE TO ANDERSON” and acknowledges “still another tribute to
Anderson was made in a book written by Cyrus McCormick, grandson of the inventor.”50
Like all of the writers discussed in this chapter, Barnett flips the exploitation of the
McCormick testimony and IH materials by using them as evidence of Anderson’s
accomplishments. But he also references their “tributes” to Anderson in what seems to be a
somewhat reluctant attempt to redeem them. Barnett’s acknowledgement of McCormick and IH
stops short of praise, but is not fully a condemnation, either. Why the recognition of McCormick
or IH? Why the hesitantly forgiving tone or impulse to do either McCormick or IH “justice” by
acknowledging their “tributes”?

*

*

*

The answers to these questions may lie in the context in which Barnett wrote. On the one
hand, writing for an African American newspaper in 1930s Chicago meant that new possibilities
50
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for a revision of US history were open to Barnett. Abbott’s published Barnett’s article a few
months before a group of Black college graduates began interviewing formerly enslaved people
under the New Deal’s Federal Emergency Relief Administration;51 in the following years, from
1936 to 1939, Black writer and poet Sterling Brown would serve as the national editor of the
Negro Affairs division of the New Deal’s Federal Writers’ Project, fighting for the inclusion of
accurate and empowering depictions of Black American life in the Project’s American Guide
Series.52 Brown’s leadership in the FWP reflected the same themes that are at work in Barnett’s
article; Lauren Sklaroff writes in Black Culture and the New Deal, “Through their comments and
editorials, Brown and his assistants provided a powerful counternarrative to traditional racial
iconographies, pressing the general reading public to understand black life in what they believed
to be a more inclusive, less stereotypical fashion.”53
In this moment, during which revisions of US history and of Black history were federally
recognized priorities, and Black editors fought for “representation [as] a means of
empowerment,” Barnett’s “Unsung Heroes of America” fits right in. Barnett calls upon the
memory of Jo Anderson in an era during which ex-slave narratives are just beginning to be
acknowledged as legitimate, important, and worth writing down. He writes a powerful counternarrative to dominant histories not only of the reaper invention, but also of the plantation South,
industrial “progress,” and the US economy. He celebrates Anderson, among other Black male
inventors, almost a decade after historian Arthur Schomburg wrote: “The American Negro must
remake his past in order to make his future…For him, a group tradition must supply
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compensation for persecution, and pride of race the antidote for prejudice.”54 In reclaiming the
reaper story for Black history and Black readers, in “remaking his past in order to make his
future,” Barnett is part of a tradition of New Deal-era writers and editors. For Barnett, instilling a
“pride of race” through uncovering, revisiting, and emphasizing the (all-American) contributions
of Black inventors may have served as a strategy towards building that elusive “antidote for
prejudice.”
But as much as the limits on Barnett’s article were pressed open by the political and
social moment of the 1930s, his writing was also constrained by the context of the era. During
the time that Barnett wrote for Abbott’s in 1930s Chicago, Depression-era poverty hit Black
communities hardest; and against this backdrop of even more extremely curtailed opportunities
for African Americans, International Harvester was one of few Chicago manufacturing
companies hiring Black workers. In 1919, IH executives instituted “equal opportunity” and
“antidiscrimination” policies, not due to some commitment to racial or economic justice, but
instead to prevent the establishment of unions, which were exclusively White organizations.
Establishing such policies and committing to hiring Black workers meant that the company held
power over the (already precarious) opportunities and job security of many Black folks in
Illinois.
This could explain why Barnett hesitates to fully condemn either of these powerful actors
– neither IH nor its leaders, the McCormicks – in his 1934 article. Even in presenting a
passionate counter-narrative to dominant histories of the reaper invention, during a time when
the publication of such counter-narratives was flourishing, Barnett could not necessarily risk
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being too critical of the narratives endorsed by International Harvester. The implications of those
International Harvester narratives will be discussed in the following chapter.55
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"Romance of the Reaper" Poster. Chicago: International Harvester Company, 1931.
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Chapter 3: International Harvester and “The Romance of
the Reaper”

A poster used to advertise the 1937 film The Romance of the Reaper describes the movie as “A
Stirring Portrayal of a Great Historic Event,” “filmed at the Old McCormick farm in the Valley
of Virginia.” An illustration on the bright poster shows a number of people gathered around a
machine, with that famous blacksmith shop featured prominently in the background. The
mountains and trees of the Shenandoah Valley frame the image. Pictured in the scene are Cyrus
McCormick, fiddling with the machine, outfitted in a blacksmith’s apron; a number of White
men in top hats overlooking the scene, including McCormick’s brothers, father, and neighbors; a
young White woman in a bonnet, peeking out in the background; a White laborer, viewing the
machine with skepticism; and, centrally, standing directly above the reaper prototype, Jo
Anderson, wearing a short blacksmith’s apron, his hands at his sides. The illustration’s caption
reads: “Cyrus Hall McCormick building the first Reaper 100 years ago.” 56
The illustration tells a story similar to that of the film itself: while onlookers contributed
or attended to the invention of the reaper in various ways, Cyrus McCormick himself did the real
building, the fiddling and mental work required to bring a new invention to life. The illustration
and film might admit to the presence of Jo Anderson in the invention of this machine, but refuse
to acknowledge him as central to its creation; while McCormick’s hands are busy, Anderson’s
are quiet at his sides. Nevertheless, he is there, standing at the crux of the reaper itself.
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The film begins with scenes of idyllic Virginia landscapes and sweeping images of
“waving grain” in the Shenandoah Valley. The authoritative, masculine voice narrating the film
comments on this “pre-Reaper” era: “Truly, mankind was shackled to the soil, engaged in an
endless struggle for bread.” The narrator does not acknowledge the truth of who was actually
“shackled” in the Shenandoah Valley during this time: African and African American people
enslaved by White landowners. To deepen the irony, the narrator describes the McCormick
reaper – a machine built by enslaved Black people, its invention made possible by the conditions
of US chattel slavery – as an “instrument of freedom.”57
Including the misrepresentation described above, The Romance of the Reaper intertwines
rosy images of plantation life and slavery with rosy images of the invention of the reaper. The
film depicts the enslavement of Black people as normal, benign, and even positive. Jo Anderson
is introduced as a “helper” and “faithful servant” to McCormick, working beside Cyrus in the
blacksmith shop; an enslaved Black woman brings McCormick lunch as he tinkers with a reaper
prototype; a number of African American people help White enslavers into a carriage on its way
to the reaper trial. Always, enslaved people are portrayed as cooperative and deferential in
interactions with White enslavers – but not so much so that the intense power dynamics of
enslavement are exposed.
Meanwhile, McCormick and his White peers are glorified. Soon, viewers are introduced
to a young and competent Cyrus Hall McCormick, hammering away in the McCormick
blacksmith shop. The narrator places him among the ranks of the great men of history, declaring
that McCormick “was impelled by the same driving power which has ever caused men with
vision to plod on until that which was only an idea takes physical shape.” The reaper itself is also
heavily praised as a revolutionary instrument, benefitting all humankind: “From cradle to
57
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combine, from drudgery to mass production on the farms, from worldwide want to worldwide
plenty, such is the romantic history which began with Cyrus Hall McCormick’s invention in
1831 – the romance of the reaper.”58
It is not surprising that The Romance of the Reaper reinforces familiar myths about both
slavery and the invention of the reaper in 1831. The film was presented and distributed by the
International Harvester Company in 1937, a few years after the corporation celebrated the
centennial of the invention of the “McCormick Reaper.” And the film’s messaging is consistent
with IH’s official narrative of the reaper invention. In a 1951 issue of IH’s Horizons magazine,
Cyrus McCormick is described as “a young man with a dream” and credited with the reaper
invention, while Jo Anderson is mentioned only once, as Cyrus’s “faithful helper – not unlike the
Romance of the Reaper’s use of the terms “helper” and “faithful servant.”59 The official
“McCormick Reaper Centennial Source Material” packet, published by IH in 1931 “for the use
of editors, teachers and other persons interested in the Centennial of the Invention of the
McCormick Reaper,” tells a similar story.60
As evidenced by these promotional materials produced by the company over the years,
IH is heavily invested in retelling the story of the invention of the reaper in rosy colors, framing
Cyrus Hall McCormick as the sole inventor of the reaper, and the reaper itself – specifically the
McCormick reaper – as an epic machine which revolutionized agriculture and changed the world.
In the version of history most lucrative to IH, Cyrus McCormick is an amiable, genius inventor
from humble beginnings, who changed the world with his (unique, original) grain harvesting
machine. He is a quintessentially American self-made man, a rugged individualist underdog. He
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is not a man who used violence to exploit the labor, creativity, and ingenuity of the African
American people he and his family enslaved; that image, certainly, would taint the “romance” of
the reaper models that IH was so eager to sell to Midwestern farmers in the 1930s. In the version
of history most lucrative to IH, chattel slavery is a pleasant, unnamed backdrop to the
McCormick family’s All-American success story.
Under those conditions, The Romance of the Reaper’s inclusion of Jo Anderson in a
supporting role as McCormick’s “faithful servant” simply strengthens the quaint portrait of rural
Virginia life that the filmmakers are interested in manufacturing, as they simultaneously
reinforce the dangerous, racist, patronizing myth of benevolent slave owners and contented
slaves. This fictionalized Jo Anderson is allowed a role in the film, but one in which he is
condescended to, his expertise and labor downplayed, his exploitation celebrated, his own story
denied. Certainly the Jo Anderson of this film is far from protagonist and far from inventor; the
filmmakers are happy to include him, but only as “faithful servant.”
The Romance of the Reaper also leaves much to discuss when we consider the casting of
characters in the film, particularly in regards to the roles of Jo Anderson and other enslaved
people portrayed in the film. Anderson is played by a man named Harry Wilson; Clara Wilson
plays a role described as “house servant.” Wisconsin Historical Society captions on photographs
taken during filming describe Clara Wilson as a “local African American;”61 Harry Alexander, a
young boy who appears in the film leading McCormick’s horse during the reaper trial, is
described as “a local African American boy.”62 It seems that many of the film’s Black characters
were played by, in these terms, “African-Americans, probably local residents.”63
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It is significant that 100 years after actual enslaved persons were forced to aid in the
invention of the McCormick reaper, International Harvester would return to the Shenandoah
Valley to ask African American men, women, and children – potentially, the descendants of the
very people enslaved by the McCormicks – to act in a film which romanticized the history of
chattel slavery in that valley; to perform as people who were, perhaps, their ancestors. And they
asked Harry Wilson, Clara Wilson, Harry Alexander, and others to portray those ancestors as
smiling “faithful servants.”

*

*

*

The Romance of the Reaper was not the last time Harry Wilson’s name would appear in
International Harvester marketing campaigns. In 1966, IH published nearly identical articles in
two separate publications, International Harvester Today and Harvester World. The articles
describe the ceremonies held at Walnut Grove in 1966 to celebrate the site’s designation as a
National Historic Landmark by the National Park Service. At the center of these articles,
published almost 30 years after the release of The Romance of the Reaper, is a familiar man. The
cover of Volume 17 of International Harvester Today features the Walnut Grove blacksmith
shop; in the doorway, his back turned, stands Harry Wilson, now 79, bent over a broom as he
sweeps. His face is obscured.64
The articles describe now aged Wilson as custodian of the McCormick farm; and,
significantly, as Jo Anderson’s grandson.65 The article reads: “Harry’s grandfather, Jo Anderson,
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worked side-by-side with Cyrus McCormick in the blacksmith shop, shared his hour of triumph
in the wheatfield test in 1831. Now on a sparkling June morning in 1966, the grandson of Jo
Anderson walked across the wooden footbridge to grasp the outstretched hand of Fowler
McCormick, grandson of Cyrus.”66
Embedded in this telling of the story is a narrative of reconciliation and camaraderie.
Perhaps International Harvester writers hoped such a narrative would be appropriate in the late
60s, on the heels of the Civil Rights Movement. And while these articles frame the story of the
reaper invention in a completely different light from The Romance of the Reaper three decades
earlier, both the 1960s writing and the 1930s film deny slavery, either by seriously
misrepresenting it or by refusing to acknowledge it at all.
The 1960s articles are absent of any analysis of power, and nowhere is slavery
referenced; instead, the publications tell us that Anderson and McCormick worked “side-byside” – rather than acknowledging that they worked under drastically uneven conditions of
freedom and enslavement. The article claims that Anderson “shared” McCormick’s “hour of
triumph;” but he certainly was not allowed to share in the decades of economic spoils that
McCormick stole from him, and which McCormick’s descendants – now the “third and fourth
generation McCormicks” visiting Walnut Grove for a flashy ceremony honoring their forefather
– enjoyed and continue to enjoy.
In fact, as Fowler McCormick put in a tactless speech during the ceremony: “Unless
certain events had taken place here in the early part of the 19th century, I might still be in these
parts and working in my shirt-sleeves!”67 Of course, Fowler McCormick wasn’t “in these parts”
– or “working” – in 1966. Harry Wilson, on the other hand – alleged grandson of an Anderson
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rather than a McCormick – was. Even in trying to tell a rosy story of intergenerational racial
reconciliation and reunion – one in which the grandson of an enslaved African American man
literally “bridges” the historical distance necessary to shake the hand of the grandson of his
ancestor’s captor – the injustice is glaring. That doesn’t stop IH from doing their best to spin the
story, to maintain the “romance of the reaper” no matter the era.
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Chapter Four: Stories and Silences in My Family History

During my childhood, my family and I often visited a small working farm near our home in
Northern California. The farm was open to the public and ran summer camps, environmental
education programs, and organic farming. I remember my mother and father pointing to and old
and rusted piece of machinery at this farm, a large spiraled length of metal with a seat on top,
and saying to me: “That’s called the reaper. Your ancestor, Cyrus McCormick, invented it.”
This is the story I knew about the invention of the reaper for most of my life. I knew it
was connected to me, and I grew up hearing that my ancestor was responsible for it. I knew that I
was named for this ancestor’s daughter, Anita McCormick Blaine, and I knew that she was a
wealthy and eccentric Chicago philanthropist. I knew, after a while, that we visited our family’s
exclusive lakeside home in upstate New York every summer because of Mrs. Blaine, who had
gifted the place to my mother’s grandparents; I knew, loosely, that this could be traced to Cyrus
McCormick himself. I knew he had done something important and made a lot of money because
of it. I knew that this money and history shaped my life growing up, and today.
I did not know that Cyrus McCormick and his family enslaved African Americans at
Walnut Grove throughout the 18th and 19th centuries. I did not know the money that meant
comfort and luxury for my family could be traced to the exploitation of enslaved people at the
McCormick plantation. I did not know that the ancestor my family claimed as our own had
stolen Jo Anderson’s labor, taken credit for his invention, and built a manufacturing empire off
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of it. When my high school US History textbook included a paragraph about Cyrus
McCormick’s revolutionary agricultural invention, I noticed it, nodded along, even felt proud, or
at least special.
For most of my life, my limited understanding of the story of the reaper closely reflected
the history that International Harvester, many White McCormick descendants, and historians of
the early 1900s have striven to tell: that Cyrus McCormick, and he alone, invented the reaper,
revolutionizing agriculture to the benefit of all. Enslaved people played no part in the story I
knew; I was unaware that the McCormick family enslaved African Americans at all, let alone the
fact that Jo Anderson, and likely many of the 18 people enslaved by the McCormicks, had played
a major role in the invention my family still claims. The story I internalized about Cyrus
McCormick was short and incomplete: My ancestor, Cyrus McCormick, invented the reaper.
Part of why I have taken on this research project is to understand how I ended up with
this narrative of the reaper story. To do that, it is important to turn to my parents, who passed this
narrative on to me. Through conducting interviews with each of them, I consider the ways they
learned this history and why, and how those experiences and influences shaped the story they
passed on to me.
In many ways, the stories my parents have learned about the invention of the reaper
mirrored dominant narratives promoted by International Harvester advertising, early McCormick
retellings, and biographers’ portraits of Cyrus McCormick. When I asked my mother, Meri-Beth,
what comes to mind for her when she thinks of the reaper, she responded: “Cyrus McCormick.
Farming.” For my father, Mark, the invention of the reaper doesn’t immediately bring to mind
McCormick himself, but instead “mass production at farms.” My dad remembers learning “back
in elementary school and junior high school” that the reaper was “a farm implement that reduced
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labor by adding machinery to replace labor, so you could create more production per acre of
land.”
Likewise, the image my father learned about Cyrus McCormick in school closely follows
dominant narratives of this man; my dad shared that while he knows more now, when he was
growing up, “My image was of a hardworking farmer, very creative and inventive type, who was
like – you know, a revolutionary industrialist who helped change the landscape of farming from
a production point of view. He was a very, like a clever inventor, and clearly an industrialist who
built International Harvester on top of that.” My mom’s impression of the public history of the
reaper invention is, similarly, overwhelmingly positive: “My impression is that it like, changed
the world of farming. And that it was a really important tool and very, very sort of advancing in
the world of farming and that it was a very important discovery.” In the histories of the reaper
which my parents learned, the focus is on the reaper’s functionality as a farm implement, the
mechanization of agriculture, and Cyrus McCormick as successful inventor and industrialist.
These histories do not include slavery or enslaved people, and they do not include Jo Anderson,
or anyone else, as co-contributor to the invention.68
Where did my parents pick up these understandings of the reaper invention? My father,
who married into my mom’s family, remembers learning these histories in school. My mom says
she “might have learned in school” but doesn’t have “any connection to sort of when I first heard
about it or who told me. It might have been my mom. Might have been Big Bird [her mother, my
grandmother], I think.”
My mother’s lack of clarity exemplifies the complicated nature of my family’s tradition
of family history retelling, or lack thereof. On the one hand, a history of the reaper invention has
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been passed on as part of our family history. But this history is a very limited one. Silences have
been passed down along with the stories. In my family history, both what is said and what is left
unsaid – what we have “forgotten,” intentionally or not – serve to distance my family from
histories of slavery.

*

*

*

One way this forgetting works is through the muddling of geography. My mom shared,
regarding Cyrus McCormick: “For some reason, I think I thought that he lived or was in the
Midwest, like in Iowa or something. I had no idea that he was in Virginia.” Perhaps because the
company69 he started “was based in Illinois, I think Cyrus McCormick lived in, like I said,
Iowa.” Similarly, when I asked my dad if he knew where Cyrus McCormick grew up, he
responded, “I had no idea except that International Harvester was a Midwest company so I just
assumed it was as well,70 but I had no idea. I didn’t have any preconceived – I mean, it wouldn’t
surprise me, I didn’t think he was from California or Rhode Island but I didn’t know where he
came from.”71
While both of my parents hold on to the memory of Cyrus McCormick, accurate
knowledge of his birthplace – rural Virginia – has disappeared. Instead, they associate his
memory with the Midwest, through the lens of International Harvester and its manufacturing
headquarters in Illinois. It’s true that Cyrus McCormick spent most of his adult life in Chicago,
69
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but the central detail of his birthplace – where the reaper was allegedly invented, and crucially,
where he and his family enslaved nearly 20 people – has been eliminated from my family
history.
This mystification of geography works to distance my family from histories of slavery.
While early 19th century Virginia carries heavy connotations of chattel slavery, the Midwest
carries less intense associations; Chicago is framed as a progressive industrial city, the opposite
of the Shenandoah Valley work camp where Cyrus McCormick really grew up. Remembering
McCormick as a Virginian could cast him in the unpleasant (but accurate) role of enslaver –
instead, my family history has preserved him as a Midwestern industrialist, far from the
plantation his father owned and far from the people he enslaved in his absence. This goes so far
that in the mythology of my family history, the McCormick plantation does not even exist. My
mom shared that she “had never even heard of the McCormick farm until you told me you were
going to visit it. That’s the first time I heard of it. And I had NO idea it was in Virginia.
Seriously.”

*

*

*

My family’s association of the McCormicks with the Midwest is deepened by our
collective memory of Anita McCormick Blaine, Cyrus McCormick’s daughter and my family’s
closest McCormick relative. My mom, in discussing geography, said: “You know, Anita
McCormick Blaine lived in Chicago. So I think that’s why I also had that Midwestern
connection, versus Virginia.” I grew up hearing stories about this woman; knowledge of Anita
McCormick Blaine frames much of my parents’ memory of the McCormicks in general. My
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mom told me, “Anita’s the only one [of the McCormicks] I feel like I even remotely know
anything about.” This makes sense in some ways; Anita, the mother-in-law of my greatgrandmother Eleanor Gooding, is our family’s link to the McCormicks, and thus to the reaper
itself.
She is also my namesake. My dad shared that he remembers hearing about “a book
somehow, especially when you were being born, about Blaine, the name, so I went and
researched the book and I found copies in an antique book store, and ordered some so we could
read about it…because we knew we were going to name you ‘Blaine,’ or maybe you were
already born, and I wanted to find out more about your namesake.” This book was A Timeless
Affair: The Life of Anita McCormick Blaine, a biography published in 1979 and written by our
late cousin Gilbert Harrison. In many ways, that book itself has framed much of what my parents
do know about the McCormicks. My mom said that any mental images she has of the
McCormick family are “probably mostly just pictures that were in the books – in the Anita
McCormick Blaine book. That’s what I would think of first.”
While Harrison’s book exposes the racism of both Cyrus Hall McCormick and my greatgrandfather Clark Lawrence – and thus was not received well by my grandparents – it does not
emphasize the McCormicks’ history as enslavers. With this book as my parents’ main connection
to the McCormick history, it makes sense that the story they learned did not include slavery.
Instead, the stories they remember center on Anita McCormick Blaine.
My parents celebrate Blaine, and named me after her, because of her generosity; my
father shared, “Mrs. Blaine was known as someone who gave more than just generously…almost
to counterbalance her family’s history, her family’s wealth – and I understood she always felt an
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obligation to give her money to people, for all sorts of reasons…We always heard that she was
very generous and that’s what we thought would be a good name for you.”72
It is complicated that Blaine serves as something of an entry point – and focal point – for
my family and our family history. On the one hand, she was a philanthropist and activist who
made thoughtful and passionate decisions about how to give of her money and time, who felt a
responsibility to the “her family’s history, her family’s wealth.”73 At the same time, the money
that allowed her to give generously can be traced, quite directly, to the exploitation of the people
her father and grandfather enslaved in Virginia. Maybe knowing this is what motivated Blaine’s
choices about her fortune; maybe not. Either way, she is a complicated figure.
In naming me after this woman, my parents have offered me a powerful role model,
someone whose life history I continue to engage with and learn from in different ways as I grow
up. It’s true that hers is a history worth knowing; I take both courage and caution in her example,
and carefully consider the choices she made in a situation that, across centuries and bloodlines,
feels in some ways parallel to mine. But my family’s focus on Blaine has also meant that her
generosity overshadows the origin story of the money that allowed her to be financially
generous. It is a more inspiring story, and a more comfortable one, to focus on Mrs. Blaine’s
giving than on the exploitation that made that giving possible. By framing our family history
through Mrs. Blaine, the central stories of the McCormick family are relocated from a Virginia
work camp to progressive Chicago, and once again, a McCormick’s life story overshadows the
life stories of enslaved people forced to live at Walnut Grove.
*

72

*

*
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The stories of the reaper that my parents learned, and passed on to me, have in many
ways been framed in terms of International Harvester, Anita McCormick Blaine, and the
geopolitics of the Midwest, specifically Chicago. All of these categories, I feel, work to distance
our understanding of our family history from the actual histories of enslavement upon which
every detail of my family’s history since the 18th century is built on. But even more intense than
the reframing of this history are the gaps, the confusions, and the silences – the lack of retelling
the reaper story.
In my interviews with them, both my mother and father separately commented on a lack
of family history telling tradition in my mom’s family. My mom, whose grandmother married
Cyrus McCormick’s grandson, has almost no memory of growing up with stories about any part
of her family history, including the invention of the reaper. My mother shared, “We just didn’t
talk about that stuff. We didn’t talk about family…Do you ever remember Big Bird [her mother]
talk about her history or any of that stuff? No! Zero!” My dad affirmed this: “Mom’s family did
not engage very much in family history.”
Why is this? For me, these silences are confusing. On the one hand, it is not surprising
that my parents and grandparents and great-grandparents would not pass on stories that
implicated our ancestors in chattel slavery, and would instead frame the stories they did pass on
through the lens of a progressive Midwestern city, the promise of industrialization, and the
generosity of a Chicago socialite – all of which paints my family in a more pleasant light. But
why not emphasize the reaper invention at all? Why not claim this ancestor with pride, as
generations of McCormicks before them did? I am not implying that passing down this type of
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narrative would be ethical or just – but it is confusing to me that my more recent ancestors
downplayed this connection. What’s going on here?
One explanation lies in the complicated ways that my family is – and is not – connected
to the McCormicks. My great-grandmother Eleanor Gooding’s first husband was Emmons
Blaine, Jr., Cyrus McCormick’s grandson; they had a child together, Nancy, and adopted
another, John. But after Emmons died young in the 1918 flu pandemic, Eleanor remarried my
great-grandfather, Clark Lawrence, and gave birth to my grandmother, Audrey. As an outsider
from upstate New York, “Colonel” Lawrence’s ambivalent connection to the McCormick family
– and their money – may explain some of the silences I question here. On the one hand, by
marrying Eleanor and thus becoming step-father to Cyrus McCormick’s great-granddaughter
Nancy, Colonel Lawrence irreversibly entered the McCormick legacy, and in doing so, secured a
luxurious financial future for himself and his progeny. On the other hand, it was not his ancestors
who were responsible for such wealth. Acknowledging the McCormick Reaper as the source of
the Lawrence family’s prosperity could have highlighted Colonel Lawrence’s status as
something of an outsider, recognized factors other than merit as the source of the Lawrences’
money, and perhaps hurt Colonel Lawrence’s pride.
My father spoke to this when I asked him about why my great-grandparents may have
downplayed their connection to the McCormicks: “Colonel Lawrence wasn’t from the
[McCormick] family – he came from Malone [New York] and was separate from that lifestyle,
so it could be intentional, in that sense.” Acknowledging even the McCormicks – let alone Jo
Anderson and other enslaved people – as the source of my family’s wealth would have
emphasized Clark Lawrence’s differences from the McCormicks, not to mention something of a
debt owed to the reaper legacy.
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But Colonel Lawrence’s distance from the McCormicks does not fully explain the depth
of my family’s silences around the reaper story. When I asked my mother questions about why
her parents and grandparents hadn’t prioritized the passing on of the reaper story, and family
history in general, she guessed: “Not interested. Could be something sort of like, passed down
that that was just not something that their families talked about. Maybe it wasn’t important.
Didn’t matter. I don’t know.” My dad responded that theirs was perhaps “a lifestyle of wealth,
and not a lifestyle of history.”
My hunch here is that wealth was so normalized in my recent ancestors’ lives (and, to
some extent, in mine) that they developed a comfortable passivity regarding its origins. While I
can’t know for sure, I imagine that in my grandparents’ and great-grandparents’ circles – where
people were born wealthy and died wealthy, expecting similar lives for their children – wealth
was taken for granted. It would have been not only unnecessary, but impolite, to discuss where it
came from or why. Thus, the “success stories” perhaps told in earlier generations fade away to
accepted and unacknowledged comfort, with no need for explanation or remembering – “Maybe
it wasn’t important. Didn’t matter.” This is in stark contrast to my father’s family, whose story is
one of much more recent immigration from Italy and Eastern Europe, working class roots, and
assimilation into the White middle class. In my father’s family, family histories are repeated over
and over: the old country, the first journeys to the US, the hardships, the early deaths, the fight
for education, the first stable and well-paying jobs, the rise to middle and upper-middle class
stability and comfort. Wealth is never and has never been taken for granted, and history is always
worth re-telling. The same is not necessarily so in my mother’s family.
And as much as wealth itself was perhaps taken for granted in my maternal ancestors’
circles, it is worth speculating that so too was wealth generated from slavery. When I wonder
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why my more recent ancestors did not comment on enslavement in our family history, maybe it’s
because it did not seem worth commenting on. In fact, in the social circles of my ancestors,
history as enslavers – and wealth gained from the exploitation of African Americans – was
probably not only unremarkable, but normal. Thus, it was probably “just not something that their
families talked about,” especially in the elite circles of nominally progressive Chicago. This, of
course, brings us to my family’s most obvious silence: silence around slavery.
While my maternal grandparents and great-grandparents did not prioritize family history
in general, the most intense of their silences is the erasure, intentional or not, of my family’s
history of exploitation, enslavement, and racism. When I asked my mother whether slavery was
ever part of her understanding of the history of the reaper invention, she responded, “None. Only
what I’ve heard from you.” While my dad’s memory is more complicated, and he remembers
associating other Southern properties owned by my family members with enslavement, he shared
that it was not clear to him – at least during my childhood – that the McCormicks enslaved
African Americans at Walnut Grove, or that the reaper invention was built on this foundation of
slavery – built literally by enslaved people. Likewise, neither of my parents were aware of Jo
Anderson’s involvement in the reaper invention. When I asked my mom why slavery was not
part of the narrative her parents passed on to her, she responded, “I mean, part of me would think
the reason is because it’s negative and they didn’t want to talk about it, but I don’t – I’m not sure
they even knew. Big Bird and Pop Pop. They might not even have known. I mean, the fact that I
didn’t even know McCormick farm existed, you know. Maybe I just don’t remember.”74
I think my mom’s uncertainty reflects an important part of these silences: the
concealment of histories of slavery in my family history has perhaps been unintentional, but it
has never been neutral. It’s very likely that my grandparents, like my parents and for many years
74
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like me, were completely unaware that the invention and story that backed their (our) wealth was
built on the exploitation of African Americans enslaved by the McCormicks. But this ignorance
makes our silence no less violent. Michel-Rolph Trouillot writes, “Naiveté is often an excuse for
those who exercise power.”75 For my family, indulging in naiveté over the events of our past has
allowed us, for generations, to continue flexing that legacy of power; to enjoy the wealth our
ancestors reaped from enslaved people without self-awareness or the possibility of reproach. It
has allowed us to continue exploiting Jo Anderson and the many others enslaved at Walnut
Grove through both the stories we tell and the silences we keep. It has served to protect us from
accepting either accountability or responsibility for the atrocities of our past.

*

*

*

The last question I asked my mother during our interview was whether she thought the
way we tell our family history matters. She responded: “Well, I think it should be honest. I think
the truth should be told…And, you know, showing it to the family. Sharing it with the family. I
think you should. Cause I think they need to know. It’s important.”
I grew up hearing my parents tell me one story about the reaper, a story that has been in
the process of construction for a long, long time, by forces much larger than just my family.
Talking with my parents reminds me that just because we have been repeating one story to each
other for as long as we can remember does not mean that is the story we have to keep telling. My
dad shared during our interview that even if he had known the truth about slavery in our family
history when I was young, he may not have shared it with me. Today, he reconsiders: “Now, I
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think a better story is, ‘Sure, this was a big change to farm production in the world, but it was
mostly – or certainly to a large extent – due to slavery, that this person even had the opportunity
to do that.”
Perhaps when I am my father’s age I will have the opportunity to reconsider yet again the
stories I have learned and the stories I am telling. There is an opportunity in every generation for,
as my mother said, “the truth” to be told, to share a new story with each other and beyond.
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Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University. McCormick Farm: Home of Cyrus
McCormick and the First Mechanical Reaper. Brochure. Blacksburg, Virginia: Virginia
Polytechnic Institute and State University.

Dzwonczyk 54

Chapter Five: Plantation Narratives

If a visitor is looking, the first thing they might see while driving onto the property of the
McCormick plantation – now the Virginia Tech Shenandoah Valley Agricultural Research and
Extension Center – is a building which served as slave quarters. Before the large brick
McCormick house becomes visible, this smaller brick building comes into view, directly behind
and connected to the larger house but closer to the roadway. On the far side of this building,
invisible from the road, is a worn wooden sign: HOUSEKEEPER’S QUARTERS.
These slave quarters, material evidence of the history of enslaved people on this land, are
the first building to physically confront visitors who turn off Interstate 81 South and drive a few
minutes off the highway to McCormick Farm Circle, in Raphine, Virginia. But the slave
quarters’ proximity to the property’s entrance does not mean that the histories they carry are
centralized in the official narratives told by, about, and at the farm. Instead, histories of
enslavement and of enslaved people at the McCormick plantation are minimized, obscured, and
misrepresented. The erasure and misrepresentation of such histories is embedded in official
Virginia Tech materials about the plantation’s past, in the stories shared in the plantation’s small
museum, and in the way the plantation is laid out, preserved, structured, and described for
visitors today.
In Shadows of the Slave Past: Memory, Heritage, and Slavery, Ana Lucia Araujo writes,
“In the United States, the public presentation of slavery heritage sites very often omits slaves’
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daily lives to emphasize the lifestyles of slave owners.”76 Araujo writes that sites of slave labor
are rarely acknowledged as such and are often closed to the public; even when they are open to
visitors, as the McCormick plantation is, “most of the time the focus relies on the wealth and
sophisticated lives of its owners” rather than “the work performed by the enslaved.” This
approach serves to “divert the various audiences from the crucial role of slave labor in the
construction of [the United States]…by concealing its existence.”77
In this chapter, I apply Araujo’s argument to the McCormick plantation as a slavery
heritage site, tracing the ways that the modern-day presentation of the plantation fails to
acknowledge the labor or lives of people enslaved there, and instead focuses on the White
McCormicks’ lives as primary to the plantation’s historical significance. However, the re-telling
of history at the McCormick plantation differs from Araujo’s argument in one important way.
Rather than focus on McCormick lifestyles through a lens of wealth or luxury, official narratives
at the plantation celebrate the McCormicks as all-American entrepreneurs, inventors, and
frontiers-people. Through the McCormicks, the public presentation of the plantation tells a story
of American ingenuity, individualism, and invention, all the while omitting the daily lives of
enslaved people. The invention of the mechanical harvesting reaper – and Cyrus McCormick’s
position as sole inventor of the reaper – is central to that story.
A key expression of these priorities is the signage posted throughout the farm-asmuseum. On the stone side of the former blacksmith shop, a series of three plaques mark the site
as an important historical landmark. The first designates “Cyrus McCormick Farm and
Workshop” as a Registered National Historic Landmark by the US National Park Service as of
1964; the second marks the “McCormick Farm and Workshop” as a Virginia Historic Landmark,
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date unknown. The third, dedicated by the American Society of Agricultural Engineers in 1972,
describes the property as “WALNUT GROVE, where Cyrus Hall McCormick invented and in
1831 demonstrated the first successful reaper to introduce the era of farm mechanization.” These
three plaques simultaneously consecrate the space as historically significant while constraining
such significance to its (alleged) status as the site of the invention of the reaper by Cyrus
McCormick, rather than significant due to its status as a site of labor by enslaved people. After
all, it was eighteen enslaved people doing the majority of the labor at the “McCormick” work
camp and the “McCormick” workshop. Rather than acknowledge the plantation as a slavery
heritage site, attention is drawn to the McCormick family and their claims to labor: their “farm,”
their workshop, their invention. Not, however, their positions as enslavers.
Inside, the blacksmith workshop – in some ways the focal point of the farm-as-museum –
tells similar stories, and reenacts similar silences. A placard mounted inside reads “Blacksmith
shop in which the first practical reaper was built by Cyrus H. McCormick in 1831.” The lowceilinged, dimly lit workshop, with walls of exposed brick, displays a wide range of dusty tools
and materials; the implication is that such items would have been present in this Shenandoah
Valley blacksmith workshop in the early 1800s, as an innovative young Cyrus tinkered tirelessly
on iteration after iteration of “the first practical reaper.” Nowhere is the work of enslaved people
– specifically Jo Anderson – acknowledged.
Next door, the “McCormick Grist Mill” also emphasizes the McCormicks’
accomplishments at the expense of histories of enslaved people. The interior walls of the grist
mill showcase newspaper articles published in 1877, some written by Cyrus Hall and Leander
James McCormick, all of them singing the praises of the McCormick reaper, “THE TWO-YEAROLD KING OF THE HARVEST FIELD.” A

cross-section of a large tree trunk marks a number of dates
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in US history, and, somewhat absurdly, includes Cyrus McCormick’s birth and the year of the
reaper trials alongside such events as the American Revolution, the Civil War, and the first moon
landing. Signage proclaims the grist mill itself as “one of the architectural gems of the
Shenandoah Valley” and praises later generations of the McCormick family for preserving the
structure during the 20th century. Much attention is paid to the technological workings of the mill
itself, whose machinery is on display for visitors to view. All of this works to paint a picture of
the McCormicks as tech-savvy and preeminent entrepreneurs of the 19th century – in fact, of all
US history. Based on my visit, in the current-day “preservation” of the grist mill, no mention
exists of any enslaved people who worked there, what labor they might have been forced to do,
or how the grist mill functioned as part of individual enslaved people’s lives.
The presentation of the other remaining 19th century buildings also follow Araujo’s
argument that US slavery heritage sites conceal the labor of enslaved people by focusing on
enslavers’ lifestyles rather than slaves’ daily lives. The large brick house in which the White
McCormicks lived now serves as an office for Virginia Tech administrators. While it is not
presented as a historically accurate preservation, its walls display a wide variety of images of the
McCormick plantation, most of them celebrating its history and the lives of the White enslavers
who occupied the land. Portraits of Cyrus McCormick’s parents, Mary Ann Hall and Robert
McCormick, line the entryway. In one office hangs a large painting of “The Testing of the First
Reaping Machine Near Steele’s Tavern, V.A. A.D. 1831;” the portrayal of the crowd of
spectators, Black and White, includes racist caricatures of Black onlookers, some of them eating
watermelon, many with exaggerated features. In the upper right corner of the painting, Cyrus
McCormick looks down on the scene stoically.
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Photographs on the stairway document images from the 1930s filming of the
International Harvester promotional film The Romance of the Reaper, shot on location at Walnut
Grove. Other images include a colorful, blown-up advertisement for McCormick Harvester
Machines; a 1972 color photograph of two White women posing on a modern version of the
mechanical reaper; and artist’s sketches capturing the “beauty” of the large brick house, the
blacksmith shop, and the grist mill in various seasons. In the lobby of the building, visitors can
purchase a scenic postcard advertising the “Shenandoah Valley Cyrus McCormick Homestead.”
Also visible is a small stone emblem of the Virginia Legends Walk, “To Commemorate Cyrus
Hall McCormick, inducted 5/29/2002.” Hanging at the entrance are red baseball caps with the
Virginia Tech emblem which read “McCormick Farm;” these are worn by the Virginia Tech
employees who run the working farm. The story told is clear: even in its “new” occupation as
Virginia Tech offices, this large brick plantation home will celebrate the legacy of the
McCormicks.
Perhaps the most stark and telling representation of the ways the history of the
McCormick plantation is told today can be found in the presentation of the two remaining
buildings that served as slave quarters during the property’s time as a work camp.
One is a small log cabin that stands at the base of the hill of the large brick house, built in
the style of the grist mill and log cabin. But while the museum’s audio tour celebrates the fact
that the grist mill and blacksmith shop were “restored in the 1930s to be as authentic as possible
to the original construction,” no such care has been paid to these quarters: “The other building
within this two-acre memorial plot was formerly a slave cabin, now renovated into restrooms.”78
This space, where people enslaved by the McCormicks were forced to live and sleep; which they
were likely forced to construct; where they may have built community together, may have
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experienced serious physical and psychological violence, may have found moments of refuge or
connection – a space which, perhaps more than any other building on the property, should be
preserved as central to the history of this site – has been renovated into restrooms for visitors to
the plantation. The disrespect and dismissal of this choice, the analogies embedded in this
decision, are beyond words.
The second remaining slave quarters, visible from the entrance to the McCormick farm,
are part of a 3-room structure behind the brick McCormick house. According to aged wooden
signs, the front-most part of this brick building served as a smokehouse; the second, in a
submerged, basement-like level, a school room; and finally, up a short flight of wooden stairs,
stands a small room described as “Housekeepers’ Quarters.” During my visit, the room was
locked, although small cot bunk beds and a chair were visible from cracks in the wooden door.
This room is the first structure visible from the road, yet the farthest structure from the
“heart” of the farm-as-museum’s presentation of public history, as embodied in the blacksmith
shop and grist mill. Visitors must walk, undirected, from the parking lot, past the workshops and
slave-quarters-turned-restrooms, up a hill, behind the large brick plantation house, and even
further around the back of this 3-room structure to even see the sign describing the room for
what it is not: “Housekeepers’ Quarters.” The museum’s audio tour reinforces such
misrepresentation; it refers to this room as “sleeping quarters for the manor home maid.”79 To
describe this room as such – to use the terms “maid” or “housekeeper” to describe enslaved
people – is part of a larger project of romanticizing and downplaying the violence of
enslavement, portraying US chattel slavery as benign or even as positive. While it is likely that
this structure was designated as quarters for enslaved people who were forced to work in the
McCormick house, rather than in the fields, they were certainly no less enslaved, and certainly
79
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not “housekeepers” or “maids.” This type of language is a very serious misrepresentation of the
histories of enslavement at the McCormick plantation.
The presentation of both these quarters says a great deal about which stories have
been prioritized – and which have been concealed – at this slavery heritage site. A Virginia Tech
brochure notes that the “workshop, gristmill, and McCormick family home are National Historic
Landmarks,”80 but exempts the two slave quarters from this list. Neither building is presented to
visitors as central to a complete tour of the McCormick farm, or a complete understanding of its
history. Neither is clearly marked, or marked at all, as a living space for people who survived
under a regime of slavery. Any reference to these spaces at all is either passing, as in the museum
audio tour, or misrepresentative, as in the misleading signage. Furthermore, no mention is made
at any point about what life may have been like within those quarters, how enslaved people
interacted with and shaped these spaces, the geographic, structural, and social differences
between the two buildings and why such differences existed, or even any history of the structures
themselves. More than any other building on the property, these quarters serve as material
reminders that enslaved people and enslavement itself is central to the history of Walnut Grove.
Yet the farm-as-museum downplays and hides these sites, misrepresents them, and even turns
them into receptacles for human waste.

*

*

*

A second story above the blacksmith shop houses the farm’s one-room museum. A sign
hanging on the porch reads “Historical Exhibit.”
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While most of the farm’s “memorial plot” serves as an ode to the McCormicks and their
hallowed invention, this space constructs a narrative around the McCormicks and the reaper in
more explicit terms. The room, with wooden floors, low ceilings, and a number of windows
overlooking the grounds outside, showcases a number of miniature replicas of the reaper and one
full-size replica; a series of cardboard placards decorating the full-size replica tell the “story” of
the invention of the reaper. These placards, unsurprisingly, center Cyrus McCormick’s life and
the “invention,” trials, and patenting of the reaper. Like many historical re-tellings of these
events, the placards give a nod to Cyrus’s father Robert as an early but failed contributor to the
invention of the reaper, but does not go further in considering who else may have contributed to
its invention, labored over it, or allowed for its success (and Cyrus’s profit bonanza). Other
placards discuss the development of the manufacture of the reaper, describe the significance of
the reaper in the context of the mechanization of agriculture, and share more about the
McCormick family’s history of settling in Virginia. None of these placards turn a critical lens on
any of the histories described; instead, the McCormicks’ accomplishments are highlighted and
celebrated.
The walls of the museum, not unlike the walls of the Virginia Tech offices housed in the
large McCormick house, display a variety of images: photographs and drawings of Walnut
Grove in various seasons, always only depicting the large brick house or the grist mill and
blacksmith shop; aged photographs of people, Black and White, operating various versions of the
reaper; advertisements for the McCormick reaper; and images of the reaper trials at Steele’s
Tavern. A typed and framed sheet of paper, seemingly predating the cardboard placards at the
entryway, accompanies the large replica of the reaper and re-tells yet again the time-worn story
of McCormick’s “invention.” This account, however, unlike the placards, mentions Jo Anderson;
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in describing the demonstration of the reaper in 1831, it reads: “Utilizing a two man crew, Jim
Hite driving the horse, and Joe Anderson raking the grain from the platform, the two men reaped
six acres of oats in a half day or as much as five men could have in an entire day with cradles.”
This is an interesting (and extremely limited) inclusion of Anderson in the reaper
narrative; rather than give a cursory nod to Jo Anderson as McCormick’s “helper” in the
invention of the reaper along with the reaper trial at Steele’s Tavern, as many written historical
narratives and International Harvester materials do, this narrative mentions him only as a
participant in the reaper demonstration. No context is given as to his status as a man enslaved by
the McCormick family, nor as someone who was central to the invention and construction of the
reaper models; instead, his name is included simply as someone who “rak[ed] the grain from the
platform,” alongside Jim Hite, who appears to have been a neighboring White farmer. Based on
my experience at the McCormick farm, this is the only mention of Jo Anderson in any official
museum information. In the McCormick museum as in much dominant re-telling of the reaper
story, Jo Anderson is mentioned but only minimally, his story sidelined by the triumphant tale of
the great McCormicks, the details of his daily life unacknowledged.

*

*

*

While evidence of enslavement and of enslaved people is materially abundant at the
McCormick farm, the presentation of the farm-as-museum downplays these histories in favor of
celebrating the “innovative,” “resourceful,” “entrepreneurial” McCormicks. It celebrates their
accomplishments and constructs the farm’s architecture and technology as an extension and
embodiment of their goodness, without acknowledging the fact that they were slave-owners who
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profited from the exploitation of Black people they enslaved. The Virginia Tech website
describes the farm-as-museum as a “tribute to Cyrus McCormick and the ingenuity of the
McCormick family;”81 the Shenandoah Valley center “continues to tell the story of the
resourceful McCormick family and the impact they had on the world.”82 But why is this the story
Virginia Tech chooses to tell? As an agricultural research institution, why invest in the
mythology of the McCormick family and their great invention?
A Virginia Tech brochure distributed at the farm-as-museum celebrates Cyrus
McCormick’s “mechanical inventiveness” in the same breath that it proclaims “The Research
Continues: more than 180 years after Cyrus McCormick successfully demonstrated his original
reaper, ideas to improve farming continue to flow from Walnut Grove.” The brochure asserts that
Virginia Tech faculty and staff carry on their internationally-acclaimed agricultural research “in
keeping with the tradition established by Cyrus McCormick.”83 The museum’s audio tour
reinforces this connection, referencing Virginia Tech staff who “carry on the McCormick
research tradition.” The recording continues, “Today in the fields and farm buildings, research
continues on developing new forage and livestock systems in harmony with the environment…It
is fitting that here, these two elements – the modern research for the future, and the memorial to
the McCormick family of the past – should merge.”84
Thus, narratives of the McCormicks as innovative agricultural entrepreneurs and
frontiers-people tie seamlessly with a construction of Virginia Tech’s extension center as a
“frontier” of agricultural innovation and entrepreneurship. To maintain this image, this farm-as81
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museum in the Shenandoah Valley has concealed accurate histories of the daily lives of people
enslaved on this land, the labor they were forced to provide to generate profit and comfort for the
White McCormicks, and the realities of the violence and oppression wreaked upon them by the
McCormicks’ enslavement.
And this ties in nicely for the plantation’s benefactors; after all, it was the McCormick
family themselves who donated the farm to Virginia Tech in 1954, establishing the former work
camp as an Agricultural Research and Extension Center. The estate of Hugh Trumbull Adams, a
great-grandson of Cyrus’s sister, Amanda McCormick, left $1.3 million to Virginia Tech in 2011
to maintain the plantation’s McCormick memorial plot.85 It benefits the McCormick mythology
to maintain Cyrus Hall McCormick himself as the one true inventor of that hallowed reaper. So
for Virginia Tech, for many White McCormick descendants, and for the broader project of the
American nation – which, as Araujo writes, rests on the concealment of “the crucial role of slave
labor in the construction”86 of this country – the narrative presented by the McCormick farm-asmuseum is working very well. But in terms of representing the plantation’s history of
enslavement with accuracy, respect, and depth, there is much work to be done.
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Conclusion: Responsibility, Reparations

My ancestors participated in and profited from the enslavement of African American people and
the exploitation of their labor, particularly in the case of Jo Anderson. Likewise, my family has
participated in and profited from telling – and not telling – the history of that enslavement and
exploitation on our own terms.
For me, a central question of this project has been how my family and I might take
responsibility for these legacies of violence. Challenging dominant narratives of this history, as I
have tried to do in this project, is the very beginning of what will be a lifelong process of taking
responsibility – rather than seeking redemption – for my family’s past. One place this work
begins is in my own family: telling more honest stories about our ancestors, ones that recognize
their participation in and profit from systems of oppression; working to confront the silences that
have been maintained in my family for so long; and attempting to honor the lives of those
exploited and enslaved by our ancestors. I hope that in being more honest about our family’s
past, we can be more honest with each other. And I hope that when our actions are informed by
deeper knowledge of our family’s past, we might have a better understanding of our roles today,
in the contemporary United States, perhaps working towards a more just world.
When I look beyond the stories told in my own family and consider how I might be part
of challenging dominant narratives on a more public level, I think of the current site of the
McCormick plantation. As I discussed in Chapter 5, there is much work to be done in terms of
the ways this site presents its history – of the reaper invention, of the people enslaved by the
McCormicks, and of the McCormicks themselves. This represents an opportunity for me to be a
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bridge, perhaps connecting slavery historians and scholars of Afro-Virginian history with the
many people who have been working at the Virginia Tech site for many years, investing their
time and energy. My work this year has reminded me that the way we remember and retell
history, including at public sites such as the McCormick plantation, matters; and so I hope to be
one part of shifting the narrative presented at the McCormick plantation in ways that better
memorialize the realities of slavery at this site, tell a more honest history of the reaper invention,
and attempt to honor the lives of those enslaved at the McCormick work camp.
I believe in the importance of challenging the dominant narratives that have been told,
both in my family and at the McCormick plantation, when it comes to taking responsibility for
this history of enslavement. As Joanne Melish wrote in “Recovering (from) Slavery,” “Making a
full acknowledgement of the significance of slavery and the degree to which nearly every region
settled before 1865 was committed to it and benefited from it––simply putting slavery into the
story––is a form of reparations.”87
But financial reparations are also in order. My family’s wealth today can be traced to the
McCormick family’s financial success, and the McCormick money was built on the exploitation
of the Black people they enslaved, including Jo Anderson. The people enslaved by the
McCormicks suffered much more than just a lack of compensation; reparations could never undo
the deep harm of enslavement. But stolen, forced, unpaid labor was a defining force behind
chattel slavery, and financial reparations are a start at repaying one small part of all that is owed
to those enslaved at the McCormick work camp and their descendants.
Thinking through what reparations for slavery could look like on a family level is
complicated. The Vision for Black Lives platform, associated with Black Lives Matter, calls for
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“reparations for past and continuing harms.” But the platform calls for reparations from “the
government, responsible corporations and other institutions that have profited off of the harm
they have inflicted on Black people.”88 Certainly International Harvester qualifies as a
“responsible corporation.” But private individuals in and descended from the McCormick family
– myself included – have been the recipients of that profit. What does that mean for holding
families and individuals accountable?
Reparations on a family level are also complicated because chattel slavery in the United
States was at once deeply systemic and deeply personal. On the one hand, my family is
accountable to every Black person who has ever suffered harm due to the legacy of slavery; on
the other hand, the people who were enslaved at the McCormick plantation and their descendants
are not abstract, and their individual identities are not arbitrary. The Vision for Black Lives
platform complicates my understanding of reparations in another way; in calling for reparations
for past and continuing harms, “from colonialism to slavery through food and housing redlining,
mass incarceration, and surveillance,” the platform expands more classic calls for slavery
reparations.89 All of this makes sense – and my family is equally culpable when it comes to
colonialism, redlining, mass incarceration, surveillance, and more.
Furthermore, focus on individual reparations may distract from the necessity of
fundamental social and economic transformation in the US and beyond. Andrea Smith writes,
“Those demands that simply call for individual payments for human rights abuses under slavery
do not fundamentally challenge the economic structure that keep people of color oppressed. In
fact, they suggest that by simply paying a lump sum for the injustice it has perpetrated and
continues to perpetrate, the U.S. can absolve itself of any responsibility to transform these
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institutionalized structures of white supremacy.”90 An interpretation of reparations that imagines
a “lump sum” as an answer to centuries of systemic oppression is not only incomplete, but
destructive.
To me, these complications don’t necessarily mean that fighting for a system of
reparations is not an essential part of accountability to the injustice of my family’s past – and the
injustice of the United States’ collective history. I don’t yet know what that will look like, but I
remain committed to making sense of reparations as essential to a more just world.

*

*

*

Visiting the McCormick plantation this year was intensely emotional. It was emotional
because I saw in person for the first time the site I had been studying for many months. It was
emotional to be standing where so many of the people whose stories I have been learning stood,
to see the same landscapes they may have seen. It was emotional to be there knowing that the
violence of the history of that site, the violence my ancestors were responsible for, is
unimaginable.
It was also emotional for another reason. The site of the McCormick plantation is only a
few miles off of Interstate 81 South; in many ways, it looked much like the rest of the rural
Virginia farmland that my fellow travelers and I had been driving through for hours. The only
thing that differentiated the McCormick plantation from the many other “farms” along the way,
for me and for my traveling companions, was our more intimate knowledge of the history of that
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site, compared to our relative ignorance of the histories of the other houses, buildings, and fields
surrounding us. While the McCormick plantation is somewhat exceptional in its claim to the
reaper invention, its history is not unique in its ugliness. Each of the farms we passed on our
drive to the McCormick plantation hold histories of enslavement, of land seizure, of genocide, of
rape. It was emotional to stand at the McCormick plantation, to try to consider the violence that
has happened there, and to know that such violence extends across the neighboring Shenandoah
Valley farms, across the United States, across North America and beyond.
Thus, beginning to challenge the dominant historical narrative of the McCormick
plantation also calls for a challenge to the dominant history of all the farmland surrounding it in
the Shenandoah Valley; more than that, it calls for questioning the dominant history of the
United States, and of the world. The reaper story reinforces so many of the ideologies that the
United States is built on: rugged individualism, Manifest Destiny, Christian hegemony,
technological progress as liberation, the wholesomeness and morality of agriculture, celebration
of enslavers and colonizers, erasure and demonization of enslaved people and Indigenous people,
slavery and colonialism as necessary or normalized aspects of United States history. In the
United States as in the rest of the world, ideology dictates the stories that are told, but the stories
simultaneously build and preserve the ideology. Likewise, if the stories begin to crumble, the
ideology cannot stand. In taking part in this project, I have asked myself to imagine what might
happen if the holds of these ideologies were loosened. I am full of hope for what might happen if
we begin to question the truth of every story we are told, about the reaper and beyond, and the
potential for a more just world we might envision for our futures, by telling more truth about our
pasts.
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